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EDITORIAL

Internet trading has put the knee-jerk reaction back in vogue. With
company news moving around the globe at the speed of electrons, the
rewards for those who act quickly on it can be high. For instance,
investors who caught the news of Aastrom’s mid-February acquisi-
tion by Geron Corporation early could have bought Aastrom stock
for $4.00 and sold it the next day for $7.50. At the same time, Geron’s
stock rose 26% to a 52-week high of $59.625.

This deal made sense. Geron has certainly made some shrewd acqui-
sitions in the past. Aastrom, despite its rather distressed stock price, has
been at the forefront of replacement cell culture technology. But in this
instance, we can be fairly sure that the market’s immediate reaction was
not based on such deep considerations, or indeed, on any considera-
tions beyond the offer of $11.79 a share that Geron was making for
Aastrom, a price nearly three times recent trading levels.

The only catch was that there was no deal. Geron was not making
an offer of any kind for anybody. The “news” of the merger had been
planted on the Aastrom web site by hackers. The hoax was discovered
fairly rapidly and trading in the two companies was quickly halted by
the Securities and Exchange Commission.

Righteous indignation erupted. The hackers were branded “ruth-
less.” The SEC is likely to instigate an enquiry into the scam. There
were calls for tighter controls on the publication of price-sensitive

news through the electronic media. Companies will no doubt
respond to such calls. Investors might be more secure as a result. But,
then again, they probably won’t.

For a start, the internet is not the source of the danger.
Misinformation is misinformation whether it is conveyed by email, fax,
telephone, or casual conversation. The internet accelerates transmis-
sion and extends reach. Tightening security is doomed to  fail because
fraudsters are, almost by definition, out of reach and able to surprise
and, more importantly, the demand for corporate news—whether true
or false—will remain equally voracious. Enhanced security will make
corporate electronic information more reliable. But it will also prompt
smarter fraudsters to find other, richer routes to investors’ wallets.

If there is a solution to corporate misinformation, it must lie in
the approach of investors. Investors who expect others to protect
them from misinformation are in real danger. There is no excuse for
not being well informed. Corporate web sites are only the most visible
tip of the plethora of real information on biology and biotechnology
companies. Investors owe it to themselves to understand how life sci-
ences businesses work. Equally, they need to “engage skeptical mode”
and to grade both the quality and content of the information they
collect. Creating a more critical investor community will not elimi-
nate fraud, but it will reduce the demand for it.

We are poised at the beginning of a century when—according to vir-
tually all the most well-informed commentators—our understanding
of human health and disease will turn medicine on its head. That
understanding takes as its starting point genetic variations between
individuals. Eventually, even investors have bought that story, push-
ing the market capitalization of many genomics companies to unbe-
lievably inflated heights and lobbing a cool $885 million in the direc-
tion of Celera, the Perkin-Elmer/Craig Venter genomics company.

All, however, does not bode well. On current evidence, there is little
reason to believe that the human race is equipped properly to deal with
genetic information. Rationality’s small voice has repeatedly gone
unheard beneath the pounding of xenogenophobes against boardroom
doors. Decision-makers have capitulated to the baying mob, displaying
no spine and precious little central nervous system function at all.

You haven’t noticed the petty gene-based bigotry that corporations
and governments are demonstrating right now? You want examples of
genetics subverting sophisticated management thinking to visceral
levels? Look at GM food. In hundreds of separate rooms around the
world, hundreds of groups of people have seized upon slight genetic
differences and simply stigmatized them. These are not stupid or igno-
rant people: they have sufficient wit to run food manufacturing com-
panies, retail chains, import/export businesses, health ministries, and
pan-national political unions. They can, however, rightly be accused
of corrupting genetic information for their own ends. They wanted to
increase (or maintain) market share, to exclude competitors, capture
political power, justify trade embargos. They rationalize their bigotry:
they are “protecting stakeholder interests”, they are “ensuring human

safety”, they are “safeguarding the environment”. Of course.
When decision makers vote against GM to protect the environ-

ment, they are voting for continued use of excessive amounts of
weedkillers and pesticides; for continued waste of fossil fuel
resources; for the unnecessary use of large amounts of land that could
support wildlife for agriculture. Politicians and bureaucrats, urged on
by mischief-makers, have repeatedly seized upon wrongheaded pseu-
doscience and bent it abruptly into new rules.

For many companies protecting shareholder interests, rationality
is an abstract concept that has long since dissappeared into market-
ing propaganda and up the corporate bottom line. In the US, Frito-
Lay recently advised its growers not to plant maize that include the
Bt insecticidal protein for their saturated fat-laden snacks. Kirin and
Carlsberg will brook no GM ingredients in their beers. (How many
alcoholics died of GM poisoning?). None of these companies says
that genetic changes are harmful. But neither do they argue with
those who do.

Popularity among electors and consumers pays short-term divi-
dends. That must be why, in dealing with GM food, both govern-
ments and companies have shrugged and asked for a show of hands
among the misinformed. But there is life beyond the next quarter or
the next opinion poll. Progress in genetics will soon necessitate
urgent consideration of issues that are infinitely more important than
GM food (at least in the developed world) for human healthcare.
Perhaps when those issues are being resolved, politicians will remem-
ber how to act as leaders and companies will put the long-term value
of trust above any short-term threat to their brands.

Caveat e-mptor

Genetic supremacy is so 20th century
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